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In 1985 Taiwan responded to widespread concern about its role in the international rhinoceros trade by banning imports and exports of all rhinoceros products. It is disheartening and alarming that, three years later, the trade still thrives and little has been done to enforce the new law. The authors describe the situation in Taiwan, discuss the implications for the world's last rhinoceros populations and recommend what action should be taken.
Today there is probably more rhinoceros horn for sale in Taiwan (the Republic of China) than anywhere else. Moreover, during the last three years the country has become what may well be the world's largest entrepot for the horn of both African and Asian species of rhino. Even though imports and exports are illegal, the trade thrives, with Taiwanese businessmen purchasing large quantities of horn from South Africa, Malaysia, Hong Kong and Thailand, which they smuggle into Taiwan by air and sea.
Taiwan became a significant importer of rhino horn in the early 1970s when the economy began to boom, and the people had more money to spend. According to Customs statistics, 7281 kg were imported between 1972 and August 1985. However, considerable additional quantities came into the country unofficially because some traders did not declare their imports to avoid paying taxes. The role of Taiwan in the international trade in rhino horn prompted international conservation organizations, especially the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), to encourage Taiwan to ban imports and exports of all rhinoceros products, which the government duly did in August 1985 (Martin and Vigne, 1987 When we returned to Taiwan in July 1988 to ascertain how effectively the 1985 ban on imports and exports of rhino products was being enforced, we were thoroughly dismayed. According to traders, owners of medicine shops and pharmacists, the government had made almost no effort in the intervening three years either to control the trade or to encourage the use of substitutes.
The retail prices for African and Asian rhino horn had risen sharply since the previous visit due to an even greater demand. The horns of Indian rhino Rhinoceros unicornis and Sumatran rhino Dicerorhinus sumatrensis now retail for over US$ 40,000 a kg, the highest price in the world (Table 1 ). The retail price for African horn in Kaohsiung, the main port and second largest city, had doubled between April and July 1988, from US$ 1536 to US$ 3347 per kg. The cause for the tremendous increase in demand was threefold. Most disturbing is a belief that because the world's rhino populations have fallen from more than 70,000 in 1970 to about 10,500 in 1988, rhinos will soon disappear from the wild. This has led to the decision to buy rhino horn as an investment. We know of no other country where businessmen are building up stocks of rhino horn for investment purposes, but if they did, this certainly would be catastrophic for the remaining rhinos. The Taiwanese think that if they can obtain large supplies and hold on to them for a while they will produce an excellent financial return.
In Taiwan itself, pharmacy shops are doing a brisk business in rhino horn as many of the 20,000,000 Taiwanese prefer rhino horn to any other traditional drug for lowering fever, and the average consumer can afford the increased prices. Despite the illegality of imports, 73 per cent of the larger medicine shops in Taipei and nearly 90 per cent of those in Kaohsiung openly
Rhino horn medicines such as these are smuggled from China into Taiwan by boat (Esmond Bradley Martin) . The only rhino product apart from horn imported into Taiwan is hide, used as a traditional medicine to cure skin diseases. In July 1988, 40 per cent of the medicine shops in Taipei and Kaohsiung offered it for sale, but its average retail price had not risen very much during the past three years ( (Boydell, 1988) . Some of them are illicitly transporting rhino horn and hide from South Africa to Taiwan, according to Taiwanese traders. There appear to be no difficulties in smuggling rhino products into Taiwan: one main wholesaler in Kaohsiung stated that a bribe of the equivalent of US$ 70 is enough to make a Customs Officer turn a blind eye. Although South Africans play an important part in the illicit trade, they do not transport horn to Taiwan themselves.
Taiwanese agricultural experts working on projects in South Africa have also been involved in the rhino horn trade. In 1986 a Taiwanese government official who happened to be resident in South Africa was caught by the authorities when he attempted to buy rhino horn through his 79
Source: Authors surveys. Because Taiwanese businessmen are paying ever-increasing amounts for rhino horn, middlemen in some parts of Africa are now offering higher prices for their supplies. This further enhances the incentives for poaching. Taiwan has thus replaced North Yemen as the single greatest threat to the survival of the rhinoceros.
The Taiwanese connection
Horns from Asian rhinos are, as already noted, also in great demand in Taiwan, and this is especially endangering Sumatran rhinos, of which there may be only 800 left in all Asia. Some poachers in the state of Sabah, Malaysia, and in Indonesia have responded to the demand by increasing their efforts to kill whatever rhinos they can find (Martin, in press ). Traditional Iban hunters in Sabah, armed with shotguns, may have to spend up to three months tracking one down, but the US$ 7300 they are offered for the pair of horns, the nails and some of the skin from one carcass make the economic return worth the effort. None of Sabah's estimated population of 100 Sumatran rhinos is safe, and the only one kept in captivity is under guard 24 hours a day. If prices for rhino horn continue to soar in Taiwan, the consequences for African and Asian rhinos will be disastrous. It is imperative to take immediate action against the trade in Taiwan. First, all stocks of rhino horn and hide in the country should be registered; and individual horns, of which there are hundreds, should be marked for identification. Traders and owners of the medicine shops should be given a certain time limit to sell their stocks, after which all internal sales should be made illegal. Hong Kong and Macao have already done this, in accordance with Resolution Conf. 6-10 passed at the 1987 CITES meeting in Canada, which urged all party states to implement a complete prohibition of sales, internal and external, of all rhinoceros parts and derivatives. In Taiwan, once the stocks are registered, the appropriate government officials should regularly inspect the medicine shops to check that only these are being sold to consumers, and after the ban on internal trade comes into effect, they should make sure that the medicine shops no longer sell any rhino products. Stiff fines should be imposed for noncompliance, with perhaps mandatory closure of business for those convicted of a second offence. Most medicine shops in Taiwan openly display rhino horns (Esmond Bradley Martin}. makers were convinced of the importance of preventing the entry of rhino horn, action would be taken. Customs officers would be briefed on identifying horn and particular attention would be paid to inspecting shipments coming in from South Africa. It is up to conservationists to put the necessary pressure on Taiwan.
